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2.  FOLK FEASTS AND SPIRIT DANCES

According to legend, the Sanskrit drama was created in the Silver
Age to cheer up the people, who were no longer happy as they were
in the Golden Age; the Japanese drama was first used by the gods to
beguile the sun-goddess to reappear; and the Chinese drama came
into being as the result of the Emperor Yuen Tsaung ordering, in the
eighth century after Christ, a group of children to be trained to sing
the various deeds of the great national heroes before his consort, in
appreciation of her love for him.1 The Burmese, however, have no
such legends, and the origins of their drama were in the religious
Nibhatkhin. But before considering those Burmese miracle plays,
perhaps it will not be out of place to give an account of the various
folk feasts and spirit dances, which have in them elements essentially
dramatic, and which gave some idea of the dramatic to the people and
paved a way for the coming of the religious pageants and plays.

Folk feasts can be divided into two classes, those directly connect-
ed with Buddhism and those which are not. The Buddhist feasts
occur on fixed dates and are celebrated all over the country. Of
those, two are especially interesting, the feast of the Full Moon of the
month of Tazaungmdn (which occurs in November) and the feast of
the New Year (in April), Though the Full Moon of Tazaungmon is
an important Buddhist festival now, it is extremely probable that it
was an important feast-day even before the introduction of Buddhism.2
Special celebrations connected with the date have two distinct
elements, the element of mimicry and the element of foolery.
On that day, in the villages men dress themselves as animals*
wearing appropriate masks, and dance through the village. The
animal most commonly imitated is a sort of unicorn known to
myth only. The desire to mimic animals probably came before the
desire to mimic spirits, and I think the mimicry of animals, such as
that we see in these celebrations, was the earliest attempt at the
dramatic by the Burmese. Probably the mimicry of animals by men
resulted in the presentation of animal puppet shows. In a Burmese
puppet show, before the play begins, different animals come out one by

1 A. B. Keith, The Sanskrit Drama, F. A. Lombard, Japanese Drama; A-
E. Zucker, Chinese Theatre.

8 Some Buddhist festivals in Burma probably are of pre-Buddhist origins
(cf. the English Christmas which has many elements derived from pre-
Christian times). At least the special celebrations of Tazaungm6n described
here are almost certainly pre-Buddhist.